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To my parents, 

my brother, 

our ancestors, 

and to my husband, Paul
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I grew up on the ragged edge of self-acceptance, where I was holding on to it, but it was easy to fall off. But as I found my way inside myself, I've been able to accept my own hair, my own shape. And now I get to bring that to other people. 




Tracee Ellis Ross, 2016
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foreword by elizabeth leiba





WHEN C.T. LUNA first approached me about her book, Brown Beyond Borders: Emerging Into Golden Multidimensionality, it was immediately clear we shared a profound understanding of what freedom meant in “the land of the free”. The 2024 US presidential elections were in full swing, and the topic of identity was weaponized against the biracial Indian-Jamaican sitting Vice President running for office. 


C.T. Luna had joined my Crown & Quill program with an idea for a memoir that would add more dimension to the race narrative. She and I shared many conversations where I encouraged her to complete her book. We spoke at length about the news events at the time—the subtle and overt attempts to reinforce systems that benefit a select few, at the expense of diverse identities. 


James Baldwin captured how Luna and I were feeling about the events of the day: “You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you read. It was books that taught me that the things that tormented me most were the very things that connected me with all the people who were alive, or who had ever been alive.” 


We connected when Luna had approached me for my coaching to help her pull together into one book her collection of personal stories of her own experiences as a US-educated Brown immigrant woman. As I do now, Luna had grown up in the Washington, D.C., area. Her family had moved to Springfield, Va., not 20 years after the Virginia courts made biracial marriages legal. 


As a Black British child of Jamaican immigrants who moved to Southern Florida when I was a kid, I can fully appreciate Luna’s experiences without her having to elaborate. 


From the European and Caribbean ingredients in our United States lives and a nuanced understanding of the US-educated immigrant experience to our passion for advocacy, literature, and writing—these shared experiences connected us, silently bringing to light our “torments”. These shared elements fueled our discussions and further solidified my belief in her unique voice.


Luna had read my book, I’m Not Yelling: A Black Woman’s Guide to Navigating the Workplace, and she told me it inspired her to complete her own work. As the author of I’m Not Yelling, a book about the freedom to express oneself without having one’s voice weaponized, my support was immediate. How many other women of color with powerful stories to tell have remained mute for fear of being ridiculed, or worse, forcibly silenced? 


The book you are about to read is a powerful journey into freedom and self-discovery. C.T. Luna's Brown Beyond Borders connects us all through the challenging yet transformative waters of defining oneself. She boldly advocates for self-identification, embracing a “Brown” identity that rejects the limiting “Black” or “White” narrative in favor of an “and/all” mindset, empowering readers to reclaim their right to truly define themselves. Luna claimed her Brown other-ness and used this identity to fuel her journey towards her fullest potential, or what she calls her “Golden multidimensionality”.


The gentle and unflinching clarity of her words stands firm in non-violent protest against the systems that have been established to disadvantage and disempower entire populations. Luna’s journey to Golden multidimensionality is not just a personal quest but a universal calling to embrace the perfection that is You. 


Brown Beyond Borders is at once a book on identity and a Spiritual exploration that claims a vital space on our bookshelves. The world urgently needs more diverse narratives and C.T. Luna has contributed her own to the ever-expanding discourse on inclusion and equity. 


What makes Brown Beyond Borders such a potent addition to the discourse on race is Luna’s biracial, mixed-heritage, immigrant female, and bi-continental lens through which she examines her world. Her multidimensional perspective lends relevant universality to her journey towards Golden multidimensionality, which she believes is the ultimate purpose for our experiences here at Earth school, a journey that is ever-expanding.


Ultimately, Brown Beyond Borders is about having the confidence and self-assurance to define yourself, to transcend imposed categories, and to step into the totality of your fullest potential. (Easier said than done, but this is the work!) It is an invitation to embrace every dimension of who you are, to celebrate the complexity of your heritage, and to love the qualities in you that set you apart. 





Elizabeth Leiba


Columbia, Maryland


July 2025






















About Elizabeth Leiba





Elizabeth Leiba is a professor, author, coach, business consultant, keynote speaker, and social advocate for Black women in business. With backgrounds in communication, politics, and academics, Leiba launched her career in social advocacy with the e-learning platform, Black History & Culture Academy, earning her the title of LinkedIn Top Voice in 2020. 


Leiba is also a three-time bestselling author. Her bibliography includes 2022’s I’m Not Yelling: A Black Woman’s Guide to Navigating the Workplace, 2024’s Protecting My Peace: Embracing Inner Beauty, and Ancestral Power, and 2025’s I Came To Slay: The Black Girl’s Book to Conquering Every Battle. 


When she’s not authoring and promoting her books, Leiba has also created incredible platforms, such as her resource website Black Women Handle Business, Crown & Quill Creations for writing consulting, and she holds conversations on the social justice podcast EBONY Media. She currently lives in Columbia, Maryland. Learn more at www.LizLeibaBooks.com.










preface







I WAS IN my senior year of high school, dating a young Frenchman who was also preparing to graduate. Holding the intimate and vulnerable conversations two teenagers do, we were getting to know each other, and still learning about ourselves as well. He told me about his upbringing and experiences living in France and Benin, along the West Coast of Africa. Then, I shared with him about my birth in Trinidad, as a sort of explanation for my Black heritage.


“But you’re not Black,” he interjected. “You’re métisse.” 


We were speaking with each other in French, so I understood the word he chose—in France, the word métis can be used broadly to describe anyone of mixed race—but I didn’t understand why he appeared to take issue with my use of the word “Black” to describe my identity. 


His words stung, not just because they were unexpected, but because they felt like a denial of my own perception of my identity. There was also a deep sense of confusion. Was he right? Was I not Black? 


His correction (“you’re métisse”) hissed in my ears, jarring the peace of our conversation. It was a betrayal of the trust that I had placed in him, a betrayal of the belief that I had naively held throughout my childhood and into my adolescence: that prejudice based on skin color was a thing of the past. This interaction challenged that long-held belief, and it certainly made me question our teenage relationship. 


In the days that followed, I struggled to come to terms with my boyfriend's statement. I tried to understand his perspective, but I also tried to hold onto my own. I knew that I could not stay in a relationship where my identity was not respected.


The moment stayed with me, because it was the first time it occurred to me that this was not the first time a White male of European heritage took it upon himself to tell me how he perceives me—a shade of Brown, not Black—while also telling me how I should present myself to the outside world. To me, the message was clear: “Don’t go around telling people you are Black”. Conversely, denying the White heritage that produced my blended hue didn’t feel right either.


For many years, I felt confused and conflicted. 


I loved both aspects of my identity—the Black and the White. I could not and would not deny a part of myself that was so essential to who I was.


The realization that my boyfriend struggled with my Black identity, that he wanted to “tone down” the darker hue that defined our blended relationship, was a painful one. I had always felt that my parents’ “mixed marriage” was mostly harmonious. Neither parent would have asked the other parent to downplay their respective racial heritages. But my boyfriend’s words revealed a different reality, one in which race was a barrier to love and acceptance.


He had revealed a raw nerve of prejudice that I had believed was a relic of the past. His words resonated with a presence that brought up a lifetime of subtle slights throughout my childhood. It was painfully clear to me in that moment that, as a person of color, my identity was not my own to define. I realized that the topic of my racial identity was still being imposed upon me by a society that saw me not as an individual, but as a label.


It will come as no surprise to you that we ultimately went our separate ways. Looking back, I can be grateful to him because I learned that I deserved to be with someone who loved me for all of who I am—past, present, and future, inside and out.







The personal anecdote shared about my boyfriend's casual dismissal of my Black identity highlights an oft-denied, ingrained societal issue: the struggle for self-definition amidst the complexities of race, particularly for those with mixed heritage. This seemingly minor incident ignited a profound realization within me—it wasn't the first time my racial identity had been questioned, challenged, or ascribed by others. The memory brought up and resonated with a lifetime of subtle slights and microaggressions, many of which I denied or explained away. 


The long-ago moment with my boyfriend is a potent reminder that the legacy of racial categorization and prejudice in cultures influenced by European traditions. It serves as a reminder of the external gaze, which often seeks to define us multi-heritage women of color. 


Eventually, I understood that the only way out was through, which meant I would have to confront the insidious ways in which societal norms and expectations could shape our self-perception. But you will see that it has been a journey of self-understanding, self-acceptance, and self-love. 


Initially, the growing dissonance between my self-identification and how others perceived me fueled increasing feelings of alienation and a deep-seated yearning for belonging. My experiences were not isolated incidents. They were reflections of a broader societal issue that countless women with mixed-heritage backgrounds grapple with daily. 


Over the years, these experiences have fueled a fire within me, a determination to challenge these external forces and reclaim my narrative. The book you are holding in your hands is the most recent milestone of that journey. 


Sharing my story began as an act of personal catharsis, a defiance against the forces that seek to diminish and erase our identities. Now I appreciate this is our story. It is a testament to the resilience and strength of women of color who have navigated the complexities of race and identity, emerging from their struggles with a profound sense of self and a deeper understanding of purpose.


I aim to inspire and empower others who may face similar challenges. I want to create a space where we can collectively challenge the limiting beliefs and societal expectations that are imposed upon us. I want to encourage all Brown women to embrace their unique identities, to celebrate their heritage, and to recognize that their voices and experiences matter.


Through the power of storytelling and open dialogue, we can dismantle the harmful stereotypes and biases that perpetuate discrimination and marginalization. We can create a world where everyone, regardless of their race, ethnicity, or background, feels seen, heard, and valued. By sharing our stories, we can build a community of support and solidarity, where we can lift each other and create a more just and equitable future for all.







The dissonance I felt between how I saw myself and how others perceived me hasn’t been a one-time thing. It has been a recurring theme throughout my life. 


That moment with my boyfriend points to the broader struggle so many biracial individuals face—the constant negotiation and reconciliation of our multifaceted identities in a world that often demands we fit into a single box. The impact it has on us is: confusion, mislabeling, and the pressure to conform to a singular racial or cultural identity. These external pressures can lead to internal conflict, self-doubt, and a sense of not really belonging anywhere.


I've written this book as an exploration of race and prejudice—not as abstract concepts, but as lived experiences—that shape our sense of self and our place in the world. It's a call to break free from the chains of outdated societal norms and external expectations that try to hold us back, and to embrace the boundless potential—dare I say, Golden multidimensionality—within each of us. 


I've intentionally filled this book with personal anecdotes. I wanted to show the countless ways—sometimes glaringly obvious, sometimes insidiously subtle—that racism and prejudice rear their ugly heads. More importantly, I wanted to demonstrate how each of my experiences contributed to a deeper understanding of myself and my role in shaping my own life. I believe that if readers can see themselves reflected in my stories, they can also envision their own journeys toward self-empowerment and take ownership of their lives.


Each chapter in this book shines a light on key elements, behaviors, or attitudes I needed to learn and adopt to advance on my journey toward my Golden multidimensionality. From discovering my inner magic and cultivating unshakeable confidence to embracing my unique voice and harnessing the power of community, these chapters offer a roadmap for personal growth and transformation. By sharing my own experiences and the lessons I've learned, I hope to inspire and guide you on your path to self-empowerment. 


Also, I don’t see myself at the end of this journey. Even as I wrote this book, I noticed shifts in my awareness, alongside a continuous evolution in my interactions with the world around me. 


Through these stories, along with research-backed insights, this book empowers you to embark on your journey of self-discovery and self-acceptance. It encourages you to challenge your own internalized biases, reclaim your narrative, and celebrate your unique heritage. Let it also be a reminder that our identities aren't fixed, but fluid and evolving, by the grace of our experiences, choices, and the communities we build.


While there is a self-help aspect to this book, it serves as a companion for when you find yourself navigating the choppy waters of mixed-heritage identity and embarking on your personal journey of reflection and growth. You are not alone. There are others who are having similar experiences and feeling isolated. 


You and I know that the path to self-empowerment is sometimes textured, sometimes smooth, and sometimes rough, but it's always worth taking. This is an invitation to embrace your complexities, honor your ancestors, and help create a world where everyone, regardless of their background, can live authentically and thrive. 







Before we dive in, allow me a moment to speak to some of the terms I use throughout this book. I have deliberately chosen specific words to capture the nuances of race, identity, and personal growth, particularly for those of us with mixed backgrounds. Let me clarify my intentions behind a few key terms:


Let’s start with “Brown”. Brown with a capital “B” is my reclamation of a term used to describe people of mixed race, particularly those with African, Latin American, Asian, or Indigenous ancestry—and especially those of us who inherited more melanin in our complexion. Using the word Brown is how I celebrate the beauty and complexity of my mixed heritage, and create a sense of solidarity with others who share similarly blended backgrounds.


“Black” with a capital “B” signifies more than just a dark skin color. It represents a shared culture, history, and experience, particularly in the context of the African diaspora and the struggles against systemic racism in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere. It's a way to acknowledge and honor the resilience and strength of Black communities wherever we are.


I was recently asked about the difference between the words “race” and “ethnicity”, because I use them a lot throughout this book. It may seem to some that I casually interchange their use, but I don’t. Race is a word I use with a full recognition and acknowledgement that the concept of categorizing the world’s peoples based on physical characteristics, such as skin color, hair texture, and facial features, is a socio-political construct, not a biological reality. 


The word “race” and the idea of racial categorization were designed to create and uphold systems of power, which have led to inequality and discrimination. This form of categorization has historically been imposed on individuals based on characteristics the dominant, or dominating, society deems significant. “Ethnicity” relates to cultural heritage, language, history, and shared experiences. I have personally found more freedom to self-define without external challenge, my ethnicities in a more fluid, community-contextual way.


Sometimes I speak about simultaneously biracial and multi-ethnic people. In these cases, the geographical or community context is at play. For example, a person living in and born in Hawaii to a dark-skinned Tongan parent and a lighter-skinned Chinese parent would primarily be considered “multi-ethnic” because the context in which they live celebrates the cultural differences that person embodies. They are American, Hawaiian, Tongan, Chinese, and Pacific Asian. As a catch-all, they are Brown. If that person were out of their context of belonging, finding themselves in another country, such as Finland, they would be perceived as “other”, “Black” (whether accurately or not), “biracial”, or “Brown” before having the chance to self-declare their ethnic makeup. 


“White” with a capital “W” refers to the social and cultural identity associated with those of European descent. While I certainly acknowledge that a person born to, say, a White Frenchman and a White Swede would have every right to call themselves a person of mixed heritage, or multi-ethnic, I would hesitate to call them biracial or Brown in this book—not to exclude, but rather to acknowledge the lived experiences and struggles of individuals who are “othered” based on their appearance aligning with arbitrary racial classifications created centuries ago.


To further elaborate on, and to honor the complexity of, this topic, I had the pleasure of knowing a young man with White skin, light yellow-blond, naturally straight hair, and aquamarine blue eyes. He was a Berber and proudly declared himself “African”, having grown up during his early childhood in Morocco, before making his way to Washington, D.C. While I don’t know how he self-identified racially—Black, Brown or White—I am confident that he had the agency to decide how, when and to whom he would reveal his African ethnicity. (Again, this goes to show how challenging it can be to write about this topic in a way that’s fair, balanced, and clear.) 


Let’s return to the topic of the terms I used throughout this book. 


Some people have warned me against using the term “immigrant”. They have yet to provide a compelling reason for not using it to describe myself when it applies. The word “immigrant” encompasses individuals who have left their country of birth, or their country of naturalization, to settle in a new country. It acknowledges the challenges and opportunities that come with navigating multiple cultures and identities, as well as the resilience required to adapt and thrive in a new environment. For my entire life, I have used the word immigrant to describe myself, or it has been erroneously applied to me when I moved through life in my birth or naturalized home countries. 


“Golden”. In one of the stories I tell later on in this book, I was inspired to use the word “golden” to describe and celebrate the group of mixed-heritage individuals I met and worked with on Maui, Hawaii. While I am proud to call myself Brown, Golden felt so much more fitting to describe the diversity and shades of beauty brought by the people I encountered there. 


Over the years, Golden has grown to encompass so much more: the potential and inner beauty that resides within each individual, particularly those who have been marginalized or underestimated due to their race, ethnicity, or intersecting identities. Golden captures the spiritual and limitless potential and multidimensionality that resides within everyone. 


I understand that many of these words can carry different meanings for different people. My intention is not to offend or exclude, but rather to create a context for open and honest dialogue about race, identity, and belonging. By using these terms in a conscious and intentional way, I hope to reclaim the narrative and empower others to embrace their own unique identities.


This book is an invitation to explore the complexities of our backgrounds and to celebrate the richness and diversity that comes with being authentically you. It's a journey of self-discovery, a quest to uncover our Golden multidimensionality, and a testament to the power of embracing our whole selves.


Join me on this journey in discovering who you truly are, and cross the threshold into your own Golden multidimensionality!










Part 1




Portrait of a US-Educated Immigrant Brown Woman










1

Diverse Experiences, Harmonized Voices


US-educated Brown women from immigrant families have unique experiences and challenges that shape the individuals they become in Western society. Factors like country of origin, cultural heritage, religious traditions, and socio-economic backgrounds contribute to a range of experiences that in some contexts can make it difficult for this demographic to find her tribe of sisters.


What exacerbates the immigrant experience for this demographic is America’s past. While championing ideals of freedom and opportunity, the historical narrative of the United States has been intertwined with social, classist, gender, and religious hierarchies that complicate the immigrant experience, particularly for young women. 


Further disadvantaging this segment, particularly among Brown and Black women, is America’s deeply entrenched system of racial inequality. The nation’s historical legacy of slavery and segregation continues to cast a long shadow over the lives of young immigrant women of color in America. Systemic racism, racial stereotypes, microaggressions, intergenerational trauma, lack of representation, and cultural conflicts all contribute to the difficulties they face in achieving the so-called American Dream. 


Paradoxically, as diverse as their experiences and challenges are, there are commonalities shared by all women who do not appear to be White. Many of the Black and Brown women I have met over the years demonstrate a great deal of self-reflection, exhibiting high levels of self-awareness and a great deal of compassion towards others, as they make their way through their lives. 


Having been brought up with feet in two different cultures—that of their families and that of their mainstream US environment—my Brown sisters have danced across the boundaries of cultural expectations, instinctively code-switching to the measured pace of a waltz and then the syncopated beats of jazz with an intuitive flair that only lived experiences can teach. 


While some of them suffered trials in their youth, I have observed how many of my multi-ethnic, biracial counterparts today are blazing trails—not only as pioneers in their own families, but also as leaders in their workplaces, embracing contrasts and forging unity. 


This chapter explores the complexities of identity formation, navigating cultural expectations, and the impact of intersectionality. Through personal narratives and insightful analysis, you will gain a deeper understanding of the diverse experiences within this demographic, the role of cultural norms and familial expectations in shaping identity, and the challenges and triumphs of being a trailblazer. 


By the end of this chapter, you will have a clearer picture of the multifaceted portrait of the US-educated woman of color from an immigrant family. More importantly, you will realize how this multidimensionality is the quality that unites women with their tribe of similarly unique and complex individuals. 


Be prepared to embark on a journey of self-discovery and empowerment. 







MY PARENTS HAD moved to the United States before I had started Kindergarten, and I had grown up in the nation’s capital since then. 


They didn’t move there in the way you might imagine. There were no Coyotes. There was no waiting in endless lines at the airport, dragging luggage around. Things weren’t like that for my family. And they weren’t like that for many of the immigrants my family and I knew in the Washington, D.C. area. 


Like many “resident aliens” in the United States, particularly in D.C., we were in the country as “guests”—holding a type of diplomatic visa. 


Don’t let the fancy name fool you. These visas were not like the “automatic immunity” deals you see on television and in movies. I attended school with the children of actual diplomats, and we all had similar visas. Contrary to what you might think, all of us on that visa knew we were visitors in the country, there temporarily to serve a governmental purpose. 


In my family’s case, we were there because an international organization employed my father, and after a few years, my mother also found work in a similar international organization.







Growing up as a biracial child of immigrants in the United States involves learning a whole new set of rules. One rule is clear: know your place. This unspoken code is something minority groups understand all too well. 


My father was a trailblazer. He was the first in his family to attend university off the island of Trinidad, his birthplace. He had earned a PhD from a prestigious university in Canada. And by the time he had gotten the job offer, he was already a proud father of two—my brother and me. 


Landing a respected job in the US capital was a significant accomplishment for any foreigner, let alone a Black man from a small Caribbean island that most people had never heard of. 


So, you can imagine his shock when he was detained at immigration in New York. Even with documents in hand, the immigration officials didn't believe he was there to start a new job at a prestigious international organization. He had to spend a night in a hotel while the authorities verified his story. 


Eventually, everything was sorted out. He began the job, and soon after, my mother, brother, and I joined him in Washington. We settled in a quiet cul-de-sac in Springfield, Virginia. Today, it's considered a hop and a skip from the city, but back then, it was the South.







My brother and I were still young, too young for kindergarten. We spent our days in daycare, playing with the other kids in the neighborhood during the summer. 


We didn't realize it at the time, but we were experiencing the prejudices of our era and surroundings. 


One day, I asked my mom, “Why do the other kids call me and my brother ‘black sheep’?” 


I don't remember her answer, but I appreciate that she didn’t explain racism to us back then. I'm not sure she would have been able to capture its complex nuances, nor would I have been able to handle it. 


My father grew up in a country where Black people were the majority. He knew where he was headed when he entered the United States, a land where its indigenous peoples, Black Americans, immigrants, and many others strove—and struggled—to lead free lives. 


He was well-read. He would have studied the works of Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and other civil rights leaders. Years later, I learned that our family’s ancestors fought for the British during the American Revolution, earning their freedom and eventually being sent as freed men to settle in Trinidad.


Having brown skin in Virginia, I didn't think much about my skin color unless the outside world reminded me. 


“Black sheep!” the kids would yell as I chased them during a game of tag. I was a fast runner, and rarely “it” because they couldn't catch me. I loved running, climbing trees, and playing with the girl who lived down the street. 


My father became increasingly surly as the years passed. He noticed the cold shoulders from our neighbors, who barely spoke to us. He knew they tolerated our playing with their kids only because it gave them grown-up time.


After five years, we left Springfield and moved to Washington. I cried, missing my friend.


A few months later, my Springfield friend’s mom drove her to our new house in the city. I brought my friend up to my room, where I showed off my dollhouse, and we started to play. 


My mom stood guard by the door. She didn't invite my friend’s mom inside. After a very short while, she called from downstairs, “Cynthia! Your friend and her mom have to leave now!”


My family and I spent the rest of my childhood in the city. It was closer to work for my parents, and school for my brother and me. I never saw my friend again.



